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The andent dwellings o£ Skara Brae are situated on the southern 
shore of the Bay of Skaill, 700 yards from the Class “B” road 
north of Stromness. 

The distance by road from Stromness is 7 miles to 
Kirkwall is 19 miles to 
Finstown is 12 miles to 
Dounby is 5 miles to 
Birsay is 7 miles to 




1 bus service available. 


Times of opening:— 

April to September—weekdays 10 a.m. to 7 p.m. 

Sundays 2 p.m. to 7 p.m. 
October to March—weekdays 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. 

Sundays 2 p.m. to 4 p.m. 

Admission Charge:—Adult 6d. 

Child id. 
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squeeze through the narrow door of her home (No. 7) broke her 
necklace and left a stream of beads behind as she scampered up 
the passage (C). 

But the village was not pillaged; the store rooms were intact, 
the furniture unbroken when the modern excavators cleared the 
huts of sand. The desertion of the site can hardly then have been 
due to a hostile raid. The cause must rather have been a natural 
catastrophe. We found the huts and passages choked with sand. 
A great storm setting the sand dunes in motion is most likely to 
have driven the villagers from their homes, as has happened to 
far better equipped folk at Culbin and elsewhere during historical 

At Skara Brae the abandonment of the village was not im¬ 
mediately complete. After the hut floors had been buried by two 
or three feet of sand, entirely choking the doorways, some 
refugees returned and lit fires under the shelter of the broken walls. 
We have found the ashes of their hearths and the shells and deer- 
bones from their repasts on the sand two feet above the floor. 
And this happened more than once: three such layers of ash were 
found within the walls of hut 7. But this remnant gradually died 
off or departed elsewhere. 

And finally, when the ruins had been entirely buried in sand, 
an old man and young woman were interred in rough coffins of 
stone slabs laid in the sand. No inscription or funerary gift gave 
a date to these interments, but from their orientation they would 
seem to be pagan, probably Norse. And therewith the story of 
human occupation at Skara Brae ends. 

General Character of the Ruins 

The ruins now conserved consist of a cluster of huts with 
their appurtenances. Before describing the actual remains, it is 
convenient to summarise certain general features common to all 
or nearly*all the structures. 

The walls are built for the most part of flagstone blocks, 
naturally quarried by the sea and still available in plenty on 
the beach to-day. Freestone slabs brought from farther afield are 
occasionally to be seen. A finely-bedded shale resembling slate 
was often used for roofs and pavements. The walls are all built 
without the use of lime-mortar, but the interstices were probably 
plugged with clay or midden material, and the outer faces were 
plastered thickly with clay when exposed. 

The huts are roughly rectangular in plan, but the corners are 
always rounded. In size they vary from 21 by 20 ft. to 14 by 
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canopy over the beds. Canopies, like those here imagined, are 
described by Dr. Mitchell as being used last century to shelter 
the beds in the Hebridean “black-houses.” 

Immediately above the beds are generally to be seen one or 
two recesses in die walls like open cupboards. They presumably 
served as keeping-places for the personal possessions of the 
occupants of the bed below them. For the bed would be the 
nearest approach to privacy that an individual or single family 
could aspire to in the communal dwelling. 
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DESCRIPTIOt 


a the left, 

11 uic uasuuu Deiween nuts 4 and 5. The 
floor of this little chamber, 1 ft. 3 in. above the pavement of the 
passage, is itself the roof of a tiny cell entered from hut A 
little farther on, on the right, is the doorway to 

Hut 3 . — The northern and eastern walls had already been 
washed away last century and the storm of 1925 demolished other 
pieces of furniture—the uprights of a “dresser” and several 
tanks—shown in earlier plans. The outlines of a small cell on the 
left of the door can still be made out. 

Just in front of hut 3 between the sea walk and passage A is a 
hatch. This gives access to a sewer 12 to 20 in. deep and 1 ft. 4 in. 
to 3 ft. 4 in. wide roofed with lintel slabs 3 ft. 9 in. below the 
pavement of passage A. The sewer, which runs under the passage 
in one direction and seaward in the other, was probably con¬ 
structed before period III. 

Passage A begins to descend gently from the entrance to hut 4. 
A triangular cell, 6 ft. wide by 4 ft. 6 in. deep, will be noticed on 
the left. Immediately beyond it is a sort of bench overlooked by 
a window from hut 5. About this spot Mr. Watt found an in¬ 
complete human skeleton. The passage is here traversed by a 
slab on edge forming a step down. It may mark the site of a gate 
of which the upright slab would be the sole surviving jamb. 

Hut 5 is entered immediately beyond this point. The doorway 
has been destroyed by earlier excavators but is shown complete 
in a plan published in The Proceedings of the Society of Antiquaries of 
Scotland , 1868. The hut is otherwise well preserved, notably the 
central fireplace, the beds on either side, the pillars of the dresser 
against the rear wall and the tanks in the corners and under the 
dresser. A beehive cell in the rear wall was entered from below 
the latter. A very ruinous cell in the left-hand rear corner is paved 
with slate and is served by the drain already mentioned as running 
across the floor of hut 4. A square slab of freestone in the wall 
behind the left-hand bed blocks the entry to a very narrow creep, 
*han 2 ft. 6 in. high and in places only 10 in. wide, 
entually to the cell, previously mentioned, in the 
;en huts 4 and 5. The cell was about 3 ft. square and 
contained a large stone mortar (now visible on the turf above) 
and two whales’ vertebras. A peculiarity of hut 5 is the window 
piercing the front wall to the left of the door and looking on to 
passage A. It is the only instance of a window in the village and 
may indicate that passage A was never roofed east of the supposed 
gate mentioned above. 
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HUT 7. LOOKING TOWARDS THE ENTRANCE 









HUT 7. SHOWING BEDS, DRESSER, FLOOR-BOXES, HEARTH AND CELL DOORWAY 
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CLOSE-UP OF DRESSER, HUT 7 
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THE OUTER WALL AFTER EXCAVATION 






















ANCIENT DWELLINGS 


entrance. The structure is anomalous in several respects. There 
are no tanks let into the floor nor built beds. On the other hand, 
there are wide alcoves on either side of the hearth corresponding 
in position and dimensions to normal beds. Instead of a dresser 
there seems to have been a deep recess in the rear wall pardoned 
off from the main chamber by a fence of thin slabs on edge. 
Within the apsidal area, thus cut off, is a rectangular paved space 
framed by two stout slabs standing on edge at right angles to the 
frontal fence. This area was found to be packed with volcanic 
stones fractured by heat. In the rear wall is a gap i ft. 3 in. wide 
interrupted only by a very low sill stone. The purpose of this 
annex is not known. It is indeed doubtful whether the hut, as a 
whole, was used as an ordinary dwelling. An immense number of 
chert chips, found on the floor, certainly prove that a chert- 
knapper worked in it. Moreover a number of stones in the wall 
bear finely engraved or scratched patterns. A design of hatched 
lozenges on a smooth stone to the right of the doorway is the best 
attempt at a pattern in the village. A pillar of sandy flagstone that 
originally stood beside the hearth also bore rather obscure patterns 
formed by battering with a blunt implement. 

The Market Place is bordered on the south by a rather flimsy 
retaining wall that seems to end abruptly flush with the west side 
of hut 8. Between this wall and the hut porch is a paved way that 
forms a sort of unroofed continuation of passage A. The pave¬ 
ment, however, stops short by the west door of the porch. The 
blue clay bedding continued beyond this point for some distance, 
dipping steeply downwards, but no further traces of buildings 
have come to light. Test pits indeed show that hut 8 not only 
marked the western limit of the settlement in period III but also 
that the older midden heap, on which the Market Place and hut 8 
stand, never extended much farther in this direction. 

On reaching the Market Place from passage A a paved way is 
seen leading out seaward between the walls of huts 2 and 8. The 
end of the paving has been disturbed by the waves, but it seems 
merely to have led out on to the midden surface. On the left of 
the Market Place a corresponding paved way, termed passage F, 
leads in a south-easterly direction. This way may indeed once 
have been roofed over. Its left-hand wall merely serves to retain 
the midden heap and indeed forms the south-eastern boundary 
of the central accumulation of refuse. After twenty-one feet this 
wall breaks off, but at its comer there is a narrow cell originally 
roofed with horizontal slate slabs. One of the upright slabs of the 
cell bears incised marks and small round pits. 


















10 ANCIENT DWELLINGS AT SKARA BRAE 

A small number of implements of stone and bone, beads, 
examples of pottery discovered during the excavations 
exhibited at the monument. The major collection of relics i 
be seen in the National Museum of Antiquities, Edinburgh, 

at Kirkwall and Stromness and in the British Museum. 
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A SELECTION OF IMPLEMENTS FOUND DURING THE 
EXCAVATIONS 




A NECKLACE MADE FROM ANIMAL TEETH AND A PIN 
OF WALRUS IVORY 
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Haifea Caatle, East Ijthifi- U 
Humingtower Castle, Perthshire.’ is. 
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REGIONAL GUIDES 


A scries of illustrated Regional Guides to Ancient 
Monuments in the care of the Ministry of Works has been 
planned to cover Scotland, England and Wales in six 


Vol. I Northern England 
II Southern England 

III East Anglia & Midlands 

IV South Wales . 

V North Wales 
VI Scotland 


,s. id. (jj. id.) 

5 s. (,s. 3 i.) 

)S. id. id.) 
IT. (,S. 2d.) 

is. (6r. }d.) 


The volumes in this series give a general survey of 
the archaeology of each region and descriptions ot the 
site and buildings. 


Hours of opening and prices of admission are given 
for the various monuments. The volumes include maps 
showing the places of archeological interest in the 


A comprehensive Official Guide Book to Orkney 
numents is also available. as. id. (zs. id.) 
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SECTIONS THROUGH DWELLINGS 
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